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Screening for Prostate Cancer

THE 1990 CANCER STATISTICS reveal that prostate cancer is
now tied with lung cancer as the most common cancer in
men. It is expected that more than 30,000 men will die of
prostate cancer this year. Potentially curative treatments are
available for disease localized to the prostate gland, yet less
than half of patients have localized disease at the time of
diagnosis.

In the past, the early detection of prostate cancer has
relied solely on the digital rectal examination. Current guide-
lines of the American Cancer Society recommend yearly
digital rectal examinations for men older than 40 years. Sev-
eral studies have clearly shown the shortcomings of the digi-
tal rectal examination as a diagnostic technique, however. It
is highly subjective and has low sensitivity and specificity,
with a positive predictive value between 17% and 30%. Ear-
lier searches for more objective alternatives to this examina-
tion turned to the measurement of prostatic acid phosphatase
levels. After years of study, prostatic acid phosphatase re-
mains ineffective as a diagnostic test for organ-confined dis-
ease and is used almost exclusively for monitoring metastatic
prostate cancer. More recent efforts at improving the early
diagnosis of prostate cancer have focused on transrectal ultra-
sonography of the prostate and the measurement of serum
levels of prostate-specific antigen (PSA).

Transrectal ultrasonography of the prostate has grown
widely in popularity in recent years. Continued progress in
equipment technology and scientific assessment of its capa-
bilities have resulted in an effective tool when used within its
limitations. Transrectal ultrasonography is incapable of dif-
ferentiating malignant from benign lesions of the prostate. It
should not be used as a screening method in men with other-
wise benign prostates by digital rectal examinations and PSA
measurements because of poor sensitivity, specificity, and
poor positive predictive value. In addition, it would not be
cost-effective on a mass population screening level. It has,
however, proved to be a useful adjunct when evaluating pa-
tients with other high-risk findings such as abnormal findings
on a rectal examination or elevated PSA levels. It is also
highly effective in guiding histologic examination of speci-
mens during prostate needle biopsies. We currently recom-
mend that transrectal ultrasonography of the prostate be used
primarily by a trained urologist for patients with indications
for prostate biopsy.

Since its discovery in 1979, prostate-specific antigen has
shown its widening usefulness in the management of patients
with prostate cancer. It is secreted only by prostatic epithelial
cells and is not specific for prostate cancer. Because PSA is
produced by both benign and malignant prostate cells, it was
originally thought that this would limit, if not completely
exclude, its use as a diagnostic tool for prostate cancer. Fur-
ther evidence, however, shows a substantial differential rate
of the production. Prostate cancer cells apparently produce
about ten times more PSA per gram of tissue than benign
prostatic cells. Thus, even small volumes of prostate cancer
can raise serum levels of PSA significantly more than greater
volumes of benign prostatic hyperplasia. Recently reported
data support the value of the measurement of this antigen
(using the Hybritech assay) as a screening test for prostate
cancer. Positive predictive values of about 65% have been
reported for patients with serum PSA levels of 10 ug per liter
or higher and 25% for levels between 4.0 and 9.9 ug per liter.

The advantages of PSA determination in screening are that it
is objective, quantitative, and more acceptable to patients
than the embarrassment and discomfort of a digital rectal
examination. In addition, the combination of a PSA measure-
ment and a rectal examination can provide an even greater
level of accuracy. In the future, it may be confidently recom-
mended that all men obtain routine PSA determinations as a
screen for prostate cancer, but insufficient data are available
at this time for such a conclusion.

Several thoughtful investigators have questioned the basic
value of prostate cancer screening, citing insufficient evi-
dence that mortality or quality of life will be affected signifi-
cantly, in addition to causing some patients’ unnecessary
worry and unneeded treatment. These aspects clearly need to
be considered until long-term studies are completed that ad-
dress these important points. At present, however, patients
who, rightly or wrongly, are apprehensive about prostate
cancer must be treated. It is difficult to hold back from them a
potentially important diagnostic test. Unfortunately, medical
judgment is being driven by the ever-increasing onslaught of
new, untested technology.

The digital rectal examination, despite its limitations,
continues to be the simplest and most cost-effective method
of detecting prostate cancer. The use of transrectal ultraso-
nography for screening the prostate should be discouraged
because of its inherent inability to discriminate between be-
nign and malignant disease and its considerable cost. Insuffi-
cient data are available to recommend the routine screening
of all men with prostate-specific antigen, but its use as an
adjunct in the detection of prostate cancer in men with other

risk factors is clear.
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Laparoscopy in Urology

LAPAROSCOPY, LONG A MAINSTAY of gynecologic diagnosis
and therapy, has received much recent publicity regarding
applications in abdominal general surgery and in urology.
Urologists have always been trained as endoscopic surgeons,
and laparoscopic surgery is a logical extension of their thera-
peutic options. Laparoscopic procedures must be compared
with the standard incisional approach by two criteria: the
procedure should be of substantially equivalent or superior
efficacy, and it should have similar or less morbidity. In
general, the advantage of the laparoscopic technique lies in
decreased morbidity. Hospital stays tend to be shorter, if
required at all, and the return to usual preoperative activities,
including work, is usually faster after laparoscopic proce-
dures than after standard open procedures.

The evaluation and possible treatment of nonpalpable un-
descended testes most clearly meet the criteria of good effi-
cacy and decreased morbidity. A laparoscopic demonstration
of blind-ending gonadal vessels eliminates the need for surgi-
cal exploration in some of these children, and, in certain
other cases, laparoscopy allows a preliminary manipulation
of testicular blood flow, which may improve the likelihood of



